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In June, the US Senate sidestepped a bipartisan proposal to re-examine US Cuba policy, while
House Republicans found themselves in serious negotiations on a move to loosen the embargo on
sales of food and medicine to Cuba. While some supporters of embargo reform and some media
commentators took the resulting compromise on the House bill as the beginning of the end for the
embargo, others pointed out that the latest version of the proposal toughens the hard-line policy.

Anti-embargo senators lose on attempt to review policy
Sens. John Warner (R-VA) and Christopher Dodd (D-CT) introduced an amendment to the
defense appropriations bill to review Cuban policy. The amendment is called the National
Bipartisan Commission on Cuba Act of 2000. Because of the method of appointment, the 12-member
commission would, in all likelihood, be composed of eight Democrats and four Republicans.
Its mandate would be to review "the specific achievements" of the current policy and to evaluate
such matters as the national-security risk posed by Cuba, Cuba's role in international terrorism and
drug trafficking, compensation by Cuba for confiscated property, the impact of the economic and
travel embargo on the US and its allies, the state of human rights and other freedoms in Cuba, and
the health and welfare of the Cuban people.
The commission would then make policy recommendations to the incoming president next year.
Warner, who chairs the Senate Armed Forces Committee, joined several prominent Republicans,
including former secretary of state Henry Kissinger, in making a similar proposal in 1998. That
proposal had little backing from the White House and did not go far in the Senate (see NotiCen,
1998-10-22, 1999-08-19).
Speaking for the amendment, Senate Minority Leader Tom Daschle (D-SD) said, "If we can do it in
Vietnam, if we can do it in Korea, if we can do it in China, places where we've had real hostility, we
ought to be able to do it in a country like Cuba." But Republican opposition to a review of Cuban
policy remains strong. Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott (R-MS) opposed the amendment.
His office said, "Basically, he doesn't want to take any steps which would lead to increased trade
with a despot in Cuba like Fidel Castro." "This is the same regime that sent its troops to Africa
to further the cause of communism," said Sen. John McCain (R-AZ). He said he approved lifting
sanctions against Vietnam because it had changed some of its policies.
Sen. Connie Mack (R-FL) said the Warner-Dodd amendment was "silly" because the commission
would be stacked with Democrats and "it's so blatantly designed to determine a particular outcome
in a presidential year." Sen. Dodd said he was "stunned, in a way, that even this idea has provoked
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the kind of opposition it has." Sen. Warner said he did not think Cuba was a threat to the US. "I
don't know that I ever did."
Rep. Robert Torricelli (D-NJ) and the two Florida senators met with Warner to try to persuade
him to set aside the measure, arguing that the best time to create a commission is after a new
president is elected. "It makes more sense for a new president to consider the idea," Torricelli said.
Warner eventually agreed to postpone consideration of the amendment because he did not want the
spending bill loaded with extraneous amendments. The amendment was withdrawn June 20. Earlier
the same week, President Bill Clinton's administration had relaxed sanctions against North Korea
after a meeting between the presidents of the two Koreas. '

House Republicans agree on food, medicine amendment
Differences over Cuba policy were harder to brush off in the House of Representatives, where
Republican leaders faced the threat that a majority would support the Nethercutt amendment if it
were to reach the floor for a vote. Rep. George Nethercutt (R-WA) proposed a bill to lift the ban on
the sale of food and medicine to Cuba. The proposal was tacked on to an agriculture appropriations
bill (see CubaSource, 2000-06-09).
Nethercutt and other representatives have been pressed by farm lobbyists to open markets for grain
sales to Cuba and other countries such as North Korea, Iran, Iraq, and Sudan that are currently
under US trade sanctions. Nethercutt, who represents a traditionally Democratic district, is facing a
tough re-election bid this year. Fearing that defeat of his amendment might endanger his re-election
and the narrow Republican margin in the House, majority leaders were keen to reach a compromise
that would not appear anti-embargo but at the same time would appear to give farmers some relief.
Majority Whip Tom DeLay (R-TX) and House Speaker Dennis Hastert (R-IL) left the bargaining
with Nethercutt to anti-Castro Reps. Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (R-FL) and Lincoln Diaz-Balart (R-FL) to
guarantee that the resulting bill would not run into trouble in the Miami-exile community.
Hard-liners extracted a heavy price for their support of the amendment. The resulting compromise
would permit the export of food and medicine provided neither the US government nor private
banks extend credit to the Cuban government to finance the sales. Barter would not be possible
either since the bill prohibits any Cuban imports. The earlier version barred only government
credits.
Theoretically, Cuba could turn to third countries for credit, but other problems remain. Ships
delivering cargo to Cuban ports would still be prohibited from visiting a US port for six months.
Furthermore, in a concession to the Florida legislators, who saw an opportunity to cut into Cuban
tourism, the new language incorporates the longstanding ban on travel to Cuba by US citizens. Until
now, the ban has been an executive order easily revoked by the president. If the language survives
in the final bill, the president would lose control of the travel ban as he lost control of large chunks
of Cuban trade policy when he signed the Helms-Burton Act in 1996.

Amendment does not satisfy some anti-Castro exiles
The compromise language appears to muddy both the original intent of the ban on exports as
well as the reformers' attempt to relax the ban. Nethercutt said the compromise was "a huge
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breakthrough for our farmers," but some analysts questioned whether it would have any effect on
trade. Rep. Ros-Lehtinen was happy with the compromise. "This agreement is much better for us
than current law. No credits for Castro and no tourism either."
But the leadership of the Cuban American National Foundation (CANF) thinks the bill lacks
guarantees that Castro could not seize exports to Cuba. "The language leaves no assurances that the
people who need those commodities the most are going to get them," said CANF spokesman Jose
Cardenas. Cardenas also questioned the attempt to deprive the president of authority to impose
sanctions, calling the move "a naked power grab on the part of Congress."
The anti-embargo Miami-based Cuban Committee for Democracy criticized the ban on credit.
"The objective here is to assist the Cuban people to obtain food and medicine more easily and
less expensively," said the group's president Raul de Velasco. "Making it more difficult for them
to obtain financing there is a contradiction there. What is the sense in doing that?" While the
compromise language might survive to a final floor vote, the contradictory language necessary to
get approval in the House seems unlikely to win favor in farm states and organizations like the
American Farm Bureau that support sales to Cuba.

Cuba rejects embargo amendment
The Cuban government rejected the notion that the amendment would ease the embargo. A Cuban
television panel discussing the amendment found little to cheer about. One panelist said it was a
"joke" played on public opinion. National Assembly President Ricardo Alarcon said the restrictions
on credit nullified the possibility of relaxing the embargo. "It's technically, financially, materially,
and commercially impossible," said another panelist.
Media response was varied, but many reports pictured the amendment as a deathblow to the
embargo. A Reuters analysis said the compromise language was "a political about-face that heralds
the demise of the four-decade-old US trade embargo against the communist-led island," and
predicted it would result in a re-examination of the other sanctions against Cuba.
Though the compromise was worked out to the satisfaction of the Florida anti-Castro
representatives, the analysis said it was "a new blow for the Cuban-exile community of Florida."
The compromise language must be approved by the House and then go to a conference committee
to reconcile the House and Senate versions. Meanwhile, the CANF has stepped up its fight against
embargo reform, placing 30-second television ads in Washington, DC, and in the home districts
of two lawmakers sponsoring the legislation, Nethercutt and Sen. Blanche Lincoln (D-AR). Sen.
Lott opposed both the House and Senate versions. "If I can find a way to kill them, I will," he said.
[Sources: ABC News, 05/26/00; World Date Service (Cuba), 06/10/00; Notimex, 06/16/00; The New
York Times, Spanish News Service EFE, 06/20/00; The Dallas Morning News, 06/22/00; The Miami
Herald, 06/12/00, 06/26/00; Reuters, 06/16/00, 06/27/00, 06/28/00; Associated Press, 06/18/00, 06/27/00,
06/30/00]

-- End -©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

